Cell membrane, but not circulating, carcinoembryonic antigen is linked to a phosphatidylinositol-containing hydrophobic domain.
Carcinoembryonic antigen is present in the cell membrane of most tumors of colorectal origin and in the plasma of patients with colorectal cancer and other malignancies. In this paper we demonstrate that carcinoembryonic antigen can be released from HT-29 cells by phosphatidylinositol specific phospholipase C. Triton X-114 phase separation shows that phospholipase C converts the antigen into a water soluble protein. In addition, plasma carcinoembryonic antigen behaves as the cleaved antigen in phase separation experiments. This strongly suggests that carcinoembryonic antigen is attached to cell membranes by a glycosyl-phosphatidylinositol anchor and that it can be released in vivo by enzymatic cleavage of the hydrophobic tail.